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Ever since the birth of the SETAC-structure it has been my 
conviction that LCA consists of two essentially scientific com¬ 
ponents - Inventory Analysis and Impact Assessment - em¬ 
bedded in two softer components, Goal and Scope Definition 
at the beginning and Improvement Assessment (SETAC), Valu¬ 
ation (UBA) or Interpretation (ISO) at the end. The question 
of subjectivity first arose when it became evident that Impact 
Assessment according to the CML/SETAC method needs a 
valuation or weighting step in the case frequently encountered 
if the result of a comparative LCA is not unambiguous, i.e. if 
one product system seems to be "better" with regard to some 
but not all impact categories considered. This valuation can¬ 
not be performed by (exact) science alone since it evidently 
involves social values [1-3]. The valuation step would there¬ 
fore better fit into the last component of LCA instead of into 
the Impact Assessment, where it was placed by SETAC and, 
unfortunately, seems to remain according to ISO CD 14042 
furthermore'subjective items were identified even in the In¬ 
ventory Analysis: allocation in the case of coproducts and open- 
loop recycling. Recently, arguments pointing to subjectivity in 
the classification and characterization steps of the Impact As¬ 
sessment component have been put forward by Owens [4]. 

It is not the purpose of this editorial to deny the existence of 
subjectivities in LCA. I would rather like to put the matter in 
another perspective, as indicated in the title. The reason for 
doing so is my (subjective) perception that subjectivity is treated 
as a kind of evil in most contributions to the ongoing discus¬ 
sion, which must be avoided at nearly any price. Subjectivity 
seems to be equaled with arbitrariness, which indeed has to be 
avoided. Subjective, however, in the connection with our prob¬ 
lem only means "not objective" in the sense of the (exact) sci¬ 
ences. Objectivity in science is strived for by a set of rules pro¬ 
viding guidance on how to perform and report experiments 
and theoretical work. These rules can be better followed in the 
natural sciences compared to the social sciences or humani¬ 
ties, the reason being simply that the sciences dealing with 
"the real world outside", such as physics, chemistry and biol¬ 
ogy, can more easily (although not completely) be abstracted 
from social and personal values, individual awareness, etc. com¬ 
pared to those sciences which study exactly those factors which 
are disturbing the postulated objectivity in science. Subjectiv¬ 
ity in that sense, although incompatible with (exact) science, 
does not mean the absence of any scientific guidance of how 
to perform the necessary discussion about the values needed 
for performing the "subjective" parts of an LCA. Only unre¬ 
pentant technocrats can deny this fact. 

The second remark about subjectivity I would like to make 
concerns the existence of normative values [2]. These values. 


of course, are not objective either, but most of them are codi¬ 
fied in some way. The highest rank among these values is given 
by a codification by the United Nations, e.g. in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. These values are binding for all 
member countries of the United Nations without any excep¬ 
tion. The rules derived from these normative values are sub¬ 
jective in the meaning discussed above, but it would be foolish 
to attribute them to the kind of arbitrariness and individual 
subjectivity which seems to be the great fear in parts of the 
LCA community. There is no doubt that these normative val¬ 
ues and rules should be used for valuating global issues. For 
regional and national issues, the specific values of a commu¬ 
nity of states or of a single nation may be consulted. 

This being said, we have to admit that the operationalization 
of the normative values into simple rules, as required by LCA, 
is hard work, but it should be possible. The general manner of 
obtaining agreement on questions which cannot be solved 
objectively is the creation of conventions. An excellent exam¬ 
ple in the scientific and technical world are the units of meas¬ 
urement. The metric system in its present form, the "Systeme 
International d’Unites" (SI) according to ISO 1000 is not more 
scientific than other well developed systems, it is only more 
consistent, logical and easier to use; and it is the result of an 
international discussion which has been going on for two cen¬ 
turies. We certainly hope that the conventions needed in LCA 
- the present standardization within the ISO 14040 ff frame¬ 
work constitutes a first step - will not take as long as the ex¬ 
ample of the metric units. The example of the meter conven¬ 
tion, however, shows the way which, in principle, has to be 
taken in order to prevent the unwanted arbitrariness and to 
lead the way to normative rules for those cases where truly 
objective solutions are either impossible to reach or would 
complicate the instrument LCA beyond feasibility. 

For the special (but most difficult) problem of valuation, the 
German Federal Ministry for the Environment (BMU) together 
with UBA Berlin started a project in June 1996 [5,6] which 
has been coordinated by H. Neitzel (UBA), R. Muller-Wenk 
and A.E. Braunschweig (both University St. Gallen, Switzer¬ 
land). It has been accompanied by an advisory circle of ap¬ 
proximately 20 representatives of government, research, in¬ 
dustry, trade unions and ecological groups. The project, which 
is to be finished soon revealed many of the difficulties, but 
also the possible benefits of procedure-oriented versus con¬ 
sensus finding on the basis of a social dialogue and - at the 
same time - a high scientific level. Who will serve as the um¬ 
brella organization for similar - even more difficult - interna¬ 
tional endeavors? SETAC? ISO? Or an International Society 
for LCA-practitioners [7] which still waits for an initiation? In 
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order to learn from experience, 1 cordially invite the submis¬ 
sion of papers on practical examples concerning how subjec¬ 
tive matters have been dealt with within real LCAs. 
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